In the later eighteenth century two schemes were introduced in Parliament for extending the practice of handing over the bodies of executed offenders to anatomists for dissection. Both measures were motivated by the needs of anatomy -including the improvement of surgical skill, the development of medical teaching in the provinces, and for conducting public anatomical demonstrations. Yet both failed to pass into law due to concerns about the possibly damaging effects in terms of criminal justice. Through a detailed analysis of the origins and progress of these two parliamentary measures -a moment when the competing claims of anatomy and criminal justice vied for supremacy over the criminal corpse -the following article sheds light on judicial attitudes to dissection as a method of punishment and adds to our understanding of why the dread of dissection would come to fall upon the dead poor (rather than executed offenders) in the nineteenth century.
INTRODUCTION
On Friday, 12 May 1786, the distinguished philanthropist and social reformer, William Wilberforce, stood up before the House of Commons. It was his intention, he announced, to introduce a bill for extending the practice of handing over the bodies of executed offenders to anatomists for dissection -not just those convicted of murder (as was already sanctioned by law), but also those condemned for a host of other capital crimes, namely high treason, rape, 2 arson, burglary and highway robbery.
1 "This notice, from the contrast it exhibited to the subjects which were just before discussed," commented the Public Advertiser, "excited the risibility of the House in a very great degree." 2 Having passed through the Commons, Wilberforce's "Dissection of Convicts Bill" (as it will hereafter be referred to) was ultimately thrown out following heavy criticism in the House of Lords. Yet just ten years later, in March 1796, the backbench MP Richard Jodrell similarly put it to Parliament that a bill be introduced for punishing criminals executed for burglary and highway robbery with anatomization and dissection. 3 In this instance the motion was immediately dropped following widespread opposition from MPs in the Commons. As will be shown, both these legislative efforts in the later eighteenth century to extend the practice of dissecting offenders were decisively motivated by the needs of medical science, yet each failed to reach the statute books due to concerns about the damaging effects the measures would have in terms of criminal justice. Through a detailed examination of the events of 1786 and 1796, the *I am grateful to Elizabeth Hurren, Peter King, Robert Shoemaker, the editors of this journal and two anonymous reviewers for their helpful comments on earlier drafts of this article.
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1 London Chronicle, 13 May 1786.
2 Public Advertiser, 13 May 1786. Other subjects discussed that day included the St. Eustatia prize money, the national debt and the registry of seamen. eighteenth century to harness the criminal corpse for the ends of anatomy. 11 The attempts of 1786 and 1796 ultimately failed to produce new legislation due to concerns about the implications for the criminal law. Exploring why the schemes of 1786 and 1796 were dropped therefore also provides some important insights for criminal justice historians on attitudes to dissection as a penal measure, a subject which has so far received little attention.
The hanging tree, and far less the dissection table, has been the end point for much of the voluminous work published on the history of capital punishment in England. In his monumental and otherwise excellent work on execution in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, V. A. C. Gatrell for instance makes only brief mention of dissection as a judicial punishment. 12 A number of works have discussed the introduction of the 1752 Murder Act, and Peter Linebaugh has provided an engaging analysis of the battles between the surgeons and the crowd over criminal bodies at the gallows. 13 Yet we still have little understanding of the use, meanings and role of dissection within the English criminal justice system. An examination of the cases of 1786 and 1796 provides some insight into these issues.
We begin with a detailed discussion of Wilberforce's 1786 Dissection of Convicts Bill, from its origins and introduction through to the debates which it sparked in Parliament.
Attention then turns to Jodrell's 1796 motion for the dissection of robbers and burglars, which has many similarities with the events a decade earlier. A final section then draws together some conclusions. In the later eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries there appears to have been broad support for putting the criminal corpse to greater use by extending the practice of dissecting offenders, although the motivations for such support were by means uniform, coming as it did from a wide range of groups including anatomists, politicians and the poor.
14 Yet despite this support, the attempts made in Parliament to extend the practice of dissecting criminals were few in number and weak in nature. Far from anything like a concerted campaign, the efforts of 1786 and 1796 were ad-hoc and lacked a uniformity of purpose. In the first place, while some anatomists certainly viewed executed criminals as a useful source of bodies (which might be further exploited), others clearly had misgivings about the negative effects of their association with judicial punishment -an association which led to the denigration of anatomists as the "last finishers of the law". 15 Even more worryingly for the medical fraternity, insinuations were made that it was the surgeon's lancet and not the hangman's rope which truly put the condemned to death. 16 The schemes of 1786 and 1796 might also be seen, as we will see, as something of an anomaly -a product as much of specific contexts and the actions of their progenitors as of broad-based agitation.
The later eighteenth century represents a particular moment when the competing (but on occasion, complementary) claims of anatomy and criminal justice vied for supremacy over the criminal corpse. The events of 1786 and 1796 give us a fascinating window into the power of medical and judicial interests within particular contexts, and provide an early instance of what was to be a recurrent theme within the development of medical science throughout the nineteenth century and beyond.
ORIGINS OF THE 1786 DISSECTION OF CONVICTS BILL: THE CONTEXT OF CRIME AND JUSTICE IN THE 1780s
Before going on to explore the origins of Wilberforce's 1786 Dissection of Convicts Bill in relation to matters of body supply and anatomy, it is first necessary to consider the context of crime and justice at the time of the Bill's introduction, for it had potentially serious implications for penal practice. It proposed to inflict one of the most severe punishments sanctioned by law, not only for murder, but also for some of the most common capital crimes, including burglary and highway robbery, as well as high treason, rape and arson. The Bill stipulated that "the body of each and every offender" tried and convicted of such crimes should be ordered by the judge, upon "application", to be "delivered by the sheriff… immediately after execution to such surgeon or surgeons so applying for the same", such surgeon being either a member of the Company of Surgeons or a member of staff at a hospital or infirmary (if the execution be in London), and to be selected by the judge or other proper legal authority (if the execution be in any other part of Great Britain). 17 On average, around seventy extra criminals each year in Britain would be subjected to the shame, ignominy and horror of anatomization under the terms of the Bill. 18 Few hanging crimes which regularly resulted in executions were beyond the proposed bounds of the scheme. 19 In effect, the Bill proposed to turn death and dissection for capital crimes from the exception to the rule.
The 1786 Bill was also introduced at a time of serious concern about crime and amid growing doubts about the efficacy of the criminal law and the execution ritual as then put in practice. In the late 1770s, and especially following the end of war with America in the early 1780s, an overwhelming tidal wave of criminality seemed to be sweeping over the nation. In Wilberforce as a humanitarian reformer, it is clear that the Bill was introduced at a moment of crisis about crime and capital punishment, and that it moreover had serious ramifications for penal practice. Yet as will now be argued, it was expressly not intended as a criminal justice measure. In terms of the Bill's origins and introduction, it was clearly instigated with the needs of anatomists and anatomy in mind. The statutory intentions of Wilberforce's 1786
Bill were medical, not judicial. Hey's letter to Walter Spencer-Stanhope in May 1785 is the only direct statement we have from him on his motivations for wanting to extend the dissection of executed offenders.
Hey began by arguing that although anatomical science was deemed by many to be "absolutely necessary" to society, the legal supply of bodies currently available to anatomists via executed murderers was nowhere near adequate. Anatomists were thus dependent on body-snatchers, "a set of the greatest rascals, whose nightly employ is to commit depredations, sometimes on the living, sometimes on the dead." The bodies taken from graves, Hey complained, were often so tainted with "infectious matter" that they had proved fatal to the anatomists themselves. Upon such considerations it appeared to Hey that a proper plan would be "to deliver up the bodies of all executed criminals to the teachers of anatomy," such bodies being "the most fit for anatomical investigation as the subjects generally die in health, the bodies are sound, and the parts distinct." "Why should not those be made to serve a valuable purpose when dead," Hey concluded, "who were a universal nuisance when competitive marketplace for medical services. 48 In the eighteenth century, medical practice was as much a private business as a public profession. 49 Hey was called upon to conduct all the major surgical operations in the town, and his reputation soon reached such heights that patients travelled from across the county, and even as far afield as Cumberland, to be treated by him. 50 As more and more trained surgeons set up practice in Leeds in the 1770s and 1780s, it must have been essential for Hey to continue improving his knowledge and skill in order to maintain his position as the most sought-after surgeon in the area.
As discussed below, the public dissection of criminals was a performative spectacle which was used by medical men such as Hey to promote their own image. But in practical terms too, dissection was crucial in the development of surgical skill, and it was upon the basis of good surgical practice that medical reputations were increasingly being established in the later eighteenth century. 51 Varying levels of status existed amongst medical practitioners in this period, even within the category of the formally qualified (and not including the wider world of the "unqualified" and quacks). Status could rise and fall depending upon both the practitioner's ability to heal and their skill in effectively marketing themselves above the competition. Of course, in this competitive medical marketplace it is highly unlikely that Hey intended that the criminal corpses made available under his proposed scheme would be distributed equally amongst medical men within particular locations. demonstrated the common integuments, the viscera of the thorax and the abdomen, the brain, the muscles, the circulation of blood etc.; introducing rather copious physiological observations, but treating more briefly of the diseases and accidents to which these several parts of the body are particularly exposed; thus rendering the subjects more instructive and interesting to a general audience.
These lectures were given with the design of benefitting the pupils of the Infirmary, and such professional men in Leeds as might chuse [sic] to attend them; but he purposed, further, to furnish a rational and instructive amusement to those persons who might desire information on the subjects… 72 These lectures were apparently unsuitable for women, for Pearson notes that it was only in the twelfth and final lecture -on the structure of the eye and the theory of vision -that "ladies were admitted." 73 Hey was also worried about drawing the wrong crowd: in order to prevent the intrusion of "improper persons" tickets were issued at half a guinea for the course, the clear profits of which were given to the Infirmary, amounting to some £27 6s 0d. 74 A second course of public anatomical lectures was delivered by Hey in 1803, this time upon a request from the "judge and counsel" that one of the two murderers recently convicted at York assizes be dissected at Leeds. Assisted by his son, William jnr. (who carried out the dissection itself, but gave none of the lectures), the demonstration proved extremely popular.
About one hundred tickets were distributed to gentlemen, and some fifty ladies attended the But it was the fourth and final public anatomical demonstration conducted by Hey in 1809 which netted the greatest profits for the Infirmary, some £80 14s 0d. "The attendance was larger than on any of the former occasions," commented Pearson, because the subject dissected was one Mary Bateman, the "Yorkshire Witch", a "woman of atrocious character" whose trial for the murder (by poisoning) of Rebecca Perrigo, "had excited great interest." 80 In an advertisement placed in the local press, Darwin stated his intention to hold an initial lecture and to "continue them every day as long as the body can be preserved", and encouraged members of the public -"of whom the love of science may induce" -to attend.
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As Susan Lawrence has argued, these public anatomical demonstrations were an important means by which surgeon-anatomists attempted to promote themselves as "medical 78 Lawrence, Charitable Knowledge, 83-90. 79 Reinarz, "The Transformation of Medical Education," 556. for in that period no more than one murderer was executed at York at any one time. 88 In short, Hey may well have wanted to conduct a public anatomical demonstration before 1800, but no criminal bodies were (at least formally and legally) available to him to do so.
William Hey evidently had a number of aims in mind for making more criminal bodies available. While we should not assume that Hey was entirely representative of eighteenth-century surgeon-anatomists more widely, we have seen that others in the capital and the provinces were also carrying out dissections of executed criminals for the purposes of 
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"with any of the judges over whom they possessed influence." Amendments to the Bill were put to Wilberforce as a result, and whilst he admitted that he disliked the alterations, he apparently submitted to them "on grounds of policy." 97 We must therefore treat Loughborough's comments with a great deal of caution and scepticism. But it is nevertheless the case that several of his criticisms were accurate, and that arguments made by Loughborough were echoed by others in Parliament, even those who were closely allied to Pitt and the government. Loughborough's charge against the "loose and inaccurate" wording of the Bill was for instance justified. As he argued, the Bill wrongly referred to justices of assize in London and Middlesex, whereas no such thing in fact existed. 98 It is also unclear from the Bill who actually had the power to decide if an offender was to be subjected to dissection, and whether the Bill revoked the discretion of the judges to respite criminals sentenced to death. Legal ambiguities over the dissection of criminals had arisen after the introduction of the 1752 Murder Act, and it may well have been that authorities on the criminal law such as Loughborough were wary of the same problems following any attempt to extend the punishment to offences other than murder. 99 Loughborough and others could be said to have acted from political opportunism, the fact remains that the supporters of the Bill had made mistakes which created space for criticism.
Wilberforce was still a young man in politics in 1786, and he likely learnt a great deal from this early foray into law-making.
For anatomists too the events of the later eighteenth century were to throw up lessons which were to be repeated many times over the next century and beyond. Perhaps more than moreover added to the mix of tensions. Not forgetting, of course, the tension which existed between those who viewed the criminal corpse as a viable medical object and those who were troubled by the negative public image which penal dissection conferred upon surgeonanatomists, nor the conflict between the dissection of criminals as a medical practice on the one hand and as a judicial punishment on the other. Those who looked to advance the cause of anatomy had to learn to navigate these tensions, to probe the limits of possibility, whether in terms of medical politics, entrenched interests within Parliament, or prevalent beliefs about death, the body and the afterlife. This was to be a defining feature of the development of anatomy throughout the nineteenth century, and even into the twentieth. 132 Likewise, as the events of 1786 and 1796 showed, medical science of itself could not effect change for its own benefit. Rather, as anatomists in the later eighteenth and nineteenth centuries became all too aware, the development of anatomy would fundamentally rely upon its ability to align itself with broader social, cultural and political change. 
